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cipher for a generation. Then, with his flank secured, he poured
into Lombardy.

The war had suddenly come to life. While Nelson's letter,
describing the stalemate between the struggling armies in the snow-
clad hills above Ceva, was still on its way to his friend Coilingwood,
Bonaparte's men were marching at unprecedented speed eastwards
along the south bank of the Po, seeking for a crossing to cut old
Beaulieu off from his bases. On May 6th, having covered 44 miles
in 36 hours, they found it in the small neutral town of Piacenza.
Without formality they held its rulers to ransom and crossed the
river. Three days later they flung back a bewildered Austrian
army from the bridge of Lodi and drove on to Milan. On the rsth
the conqueror entered the Lombard capital, the inhabitants, femi-
nine in their worship of success, strewing flowers in his path.
" People of Italy! " they were told, " the Army of France has
broken your chains: the People of France is the mend of all other
Peoples! Come to greet it! "

Their joy vanished when the young hero presented them with
his bill. An immediate contribution of twenty million francs,
vast stores of provisions and thousands of horses were demanded
as the price of French protection. A hundred of the finest carriage
horses in the province were dispatched across the Alps to grace the
coaches of the Directors. The Grand Duke of Parma, who had been
slower to acclaim the liberator than the fickle Milanese, had to
yield twenty of the best pictures in his gallery and a crushing
tribute. And when the people of Pavia contested Bonaparte's re-
quisitions, they were quickly enlightened as to the conditions of
Italian emancipation. The magistrates and leading inhabitants
were shot, the city sacked and all who resisted massacred. A few
weeks later a village near Bologna was burnt to the ground and
the entire population murdered to strike fear through Italy. For
Bonaparte, once a follower of Robespierre, did not believe in
terror for its own sake but only as an instrument of policy.

Before the end of May he had resumed his eastward march
across the richest plain in Europe. On the 30th he forced the Mincio
and laid siege to Mantua. Around this great marsh fortress the
failing fortunes of the old Europe turned during the next few
months, while the Austrians from the Alpine passes to the north
made attempt after attempt to relieve it and regain control of